Suppressor cel activity of ferritin-bearing lymphocytes in patients with breast cancer.
In patients with early stages (I, II) of breast cancer we identified a subset of circulating lymphocytes that carry ferritin on their surface. No such lymphocytes were identified in normal women nor in women with benign breast disease. These cells did not form spontaneous rosettes with sheep red blood cells. Further studies revealed that in vitro treatment of the patients' lymphocytes with levamisole resulted n the removal of the surface ferritin and in an increase in the reactivity of the lymphocytes in mixed lymphocyte culture (MLC). Separation of the ferritin-positive lymphocytes from the E-rosetting T cells resulted in an increased reactivity of the patients' T cells in MLC. Readdition of the fraction containing the ferritin-positive cells to a mixed lymphocyte culture resulted in a decrease in the proliferative response of the patients' T lymphocytes. It is suggested that the ferritin-positive lymphocytes in breast cancer patients represent an active suppressor cell subset.